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Abstract
Ruminations is an experimental exhibition which seeks to explore the integration of technology
into traditional art. By combining traditional woodblock prints with augmented reality, Ruminations
attempts to evoke empathy from the viewer regarding the topic of mental illness. Each AR experience
illustrates, though imagery and animation, a different mental illness or psychological phenomenon. The
viewer sees each experience separately over the printed background, expanding on the traditional frame
and reaching into the world around us.

Visit the Thesis Webpage

Keywords
design, art, printmaking, augmented reality, mental illness, exhibition, STEAM, animation, motion graphics

Dedications
I would like to acknowledge my family for their unwavering support during my years of study,
including my parents Patrick Kane and Blanca Mastbaum-Kane, who I miss every day, brother Nathaniel
Kane, and my grandmother Bertha Mastbaum. In addition, I would like to thank my best friend and
honorary sister Mary Beadle, who has been a personal inspiration for my own growth. Lastly, I would like
to acknowledge all my professors at RIT, who have each brought their own perspective on design and
have taught me how to think like an innovator.

Introduction
Problem
Mental illness is a complex and multifaceted concern faced by an increasing number of people. In
fact, according to a study conducted by Our World in Data, as many as 729 million people of the world’s
population have a diagnosable mental illness. 1 While a professional’s diagnosis and technical terminology
can typically be understood by the general population, it is far more difficult to explain the abstract
emotional and spiritual effects a person may experience. The lack of understanding from this perspective
can lead to a lack of robust support, impeding the therapeutic process.

Solution
The combination of art and technology lends itself to creating more immersive, thought-provoking
experiences. The implementation of modern technology—in this case, augmented reality—with traditional
woodblock prints gives viewers the opportunity to experience mental illness deconstructed. Transforming
images from their original flat forms into multimedia layers communicates the idea of complexity and
interconnection. Creating art that can only be seen through a secondary device, such as a tablet, it further
demonstrates the invisibility of mental health concerns.

Methodology and Analysis
Research
To have a more insightful interpretation of mental illness, I consulted the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V).2 The DSM-V contains detailed descriptions of mental
disorders and their associated symptoms, as well as methods of diagnosis to be used by a mental health
professional. I used these definitions to better understand my chosen disorders (Social Anxiety Disorder,
Panic Disorder, Body Dysmorphic Disorder, Disassociation, and Obsessive Compulsive Disorder). This
gave me the basis for developing my images and symbols to create my own interpretations.
In addition to understanding definitions, I wanted to see how other artists have previously
interpreted these disorders as a source of inspiration. One poem, Disassociation by Marissa Ahmadkhani,
describes the abstract feeling of being removed and numb to one’s surroundings. She writes “I’d happily
dissolve into my smaller parts, back to the atoms that built me into this body I can’t inhibit anymore” which
is ripe with imagery and metaphor of a person who feels disconnected and unable to return to their
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previous state. The purpose of this poem is to describe the concept of disassociation using diction and
tone to create a feeling of being lost or removed from their own lives. 3 Bruno Metra and Laurence
Jeanson’s photography exhibition What is Beauty?4 discusses the impact of photo editing on people
struggling with body image issues. This collage effect inspired my own interpretation of body dysmorphia.
Joseph Smith’s interview with their patient Ken Miller was informative in that I was able to see
obsessive compulsive disorder from an individual’s perspective. 5 Miller’s symptoms included ritualistic
behavior, which included counting and performing the same task four times. His reasoning for this was a
form of protection, and that he would feel safe after completing these tasks. Since OCD can vary greatly
in severity and symptoms, this more specific example provided additional insight and inspiration.
By reading from Panic Disorder: Neurobiological and Treatment Aspects I was able to better
understand the body’s physiological changes throughout the duration of a panic attack, which is
experienced frequently by those suffering Panic Disorder. It elaborated on the main symptoms a person
may experience during a panic attack, including hyperventilation, perspiration, and an overall feeling of
dread.6 These descriptions of symptoms provided a starting point for my ideation when developing
imagery.

Figure 1: The finalized imagery.

Goals
The primary goal of this project is to challenge the viewer’s current understanding of mental
illness and evoke a sense of empathy through the exhibition. Secondarily, Ruminations is an
experimentation of augmented reality over traditional art, exploring the possibilities of enhancing artwork
and creating a memorable experience.
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Exhibition Design
For maximum immersion and impact, it was critical to consider the layout of the exhibition. Once I
was informed about the specifics about my exhibition area, I began to plot out potential layouts to make
the most of the space. In addition, I needed to consider accessibility and the need for social distancing.

Figure 2

Figure 2 is the initial concept of the exhibition, dependent on a square allocated space. I consider
this a more ideal arrangement due to a closer proximity to the woodblock prints, which would create a
more immersive space. However, it would also limit the number of viewers throughout the day. It would
also not work with the allocated space, which is more rectangular.

Figure 3

Figure 3 describes the actual layout, which spans across a greater width and features the
monitors pushed into each corner. This also allowed me to have the monitors and iPad chargers plugged
in and easily accessible. Figure 4 is a photo of the actual exhibition.

Figure 4

Critical Analysis
Developing Ruminations was both an artistic and design-oriented challenge. Not only did I want
to explore my own artistic interpretations, but also, I needed to have the entire project centered around a
consistent and cohesive design. Maintaining a sense of cohesion ensures that the separate pieces,
though thematically different, would fit into a single body of work. To do this, I focused on three main
visual elements that remained consistent in each piece: color scheme, line quality, and the presence of
the human figure.

Figure 5: The human figure is a repeated theme throughout the exhibition.

This color scheme, mainly black and white with vivid accents, symbolizes moments of clarity and
lucidity which often occur in the height of one’s symptoms. These moments may be brief reprieves from
anxiety, usually allowing some form of grounding. Grounding is defined by University of New Hampshire’s

Counseling and Psychological Services as, “a self-soothing skill to use when you are having a bad day or
dealing with a lot of stress, overwhelming feelings, and/or intense anxiety. Grounding is a technique that
helps keep you in the present and helps reorient you to the here-and-now and to reality. It can also serve
as a distraction from the difficulties you are dealing with.”7 Often in grounding, a person focuses on their
environment as way to break from an episode of severe anxiety, which momentarily distracts from
disruptive thoughts. The viewer experiences a similar feeling as the colors create visual focal points,
giving the eye a place to rest in the piece.
All linework used exhibits a frenetic, chaotic quality. Some line acts as a form of simple shading,
indicating areas of shadow. This speaks to the often unpredictable and organic nature of mental illness.
Mental health grows and changes as we all do, reacting and changing based on external and internal
factors, and rarely takes a straightforward path. Much like a sketch, which is quick, intuitive, and
impermanent, mental illnesses can transform for a variety of reasons.

Figure 6: Chaotic linework is seen throughout the exhibition.

The presence of the human figure was my way of connecting the viewer to the subject matter in a
more personal sense. We are naturally prone to feeling a sense of empathy when seeing another person
in distress, especially when we can relate to another’s experience. 8 However, since we are all unique
individuals, I chose to abstract the figures until they were more suggestive of the human form. There is no
focus on realistic anatomy, shading, or facial expressions. This decision to reduce the figure to line and
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shape was to remove the idea of the individual, allowing the viewer to perhaps see themselves in it in a
greater sense than if it were done in realism.
Various symbols were used throughout each piece, representing various ideas, symptoms, and
feelings associated with each mental illness. Some symbols, such as the use of eyes in Social Anxiety
Disorder, are more straightforward. The eyes represent a feeling of being watched and judged by others,
which is a common cause of anxiety for those with the disorder. However, some symbols are more
abstract and removed, which are intended to make the viewer stop for a moment and consider their
potential meaning. For example, roses are used in Disassociation. While this could be seen to beautify
the work, the initial inspiration comes from the Romanticism art movement, in which escapism and love
were idealized in artwork seen in Europe at the end of the 18th century. The connection between
Romanticism and disassociation being that a person experiencing a dissociative episode may be looking
for a way to reject their current reality and embrace fantasy to escape.

Figure 7: A still shot representing the concept of disassociation.

By using augmented reality with the application Adobe Aero, I was able to explore new
possibilities for modern art exhibition. This separation of physical art and AR has endless conceptual
opportunities. By limiting what the viewer sees until they are in the right circumstances, we can start to
understand the invisibility of mental illness. It is also a way to experiment with the permanent—in this
case, woodblock prints—with the ephemeral. This digital layer also enables creators to animate their work
around the viewer, extending the art beyond the physical, traditional frame.

Conclusion
Ruminations is not only an expression of the complicated topic of mental illness, but also an
exploration on the possibilities offered with modern technology. This unique combination allows the
viewer to be more immersed, and to consider its meaning. Engaging viewers with animation and hidden
AR assets has the potential to evoke a higher sense of understanding and empathy. It is through this
sense of empathy that society can better support and recognize those around us struggling with their
mental health.
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